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(57) ABSTRACT

An x-ray imaging system includes an x-ray source, an x-ray
detector including a plurality of detector strips arranged in a
first direction of the x-ray detector. Each detector strip
includes a plurality of detector pixels arranged in a second
direction of the x-ray detector. A phase grating and a
plurality of analyzer gratings including grating slits are
disposed between the x-ray source and detectors. The x-ray
source and the x-ray detector are adapted to perform a
scanning movement in relation to an object in the first
direction, in order to scan the object. Each of the plurality of
analyzer gratings (162) is arranged in association with a
respective detector strip with the grating slits arranged in the
second direction. The grating slits of the analyzer gratings of
the detector strips are offset relative to each other in the
second direction.

12 Claims, 6 Drawing Sheets
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PHASE CONTRAST IMAGING APPARATUS

CROSS-REFERENCE TO PRIOR
APPLICATIONS

This application is the U.S. National Phase application
under 35 U.S.C. §371 of International Application No.
PCT/EP2012/062489, filed on Jun. 27, 2012, which claims
the benefit of U.S. Provisional Patent Application No.
61/504,260, filed on Jul. 4, 2011 and SE Provisional Patent
Application No. 1150622-7, filed on Jul. 4, 2011. These
applications are hereby incorporated by reference herein in
their entirety.

TECHNICAL FIELD

The present invention relates generally to an improved
x-ray imaging apparatus in the field of mammography,
tomosynthesis, radiography, wherein phase contrast imaging
capabilities have been implemented.

BACKGROUND ART

In prior art it has been proposed to use phase contrast in
X-ray imaging to increase signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) in e.g.
mammographic applications. Medical x-ray imaging is often
limited by small contrast differences and high noise caused
by tight dose restraints. This is particularly true for mam-
mography where low contrast tumors constitute a major
detection target, and a large number of tumors are missed or
misdiagnosed due to difficulties in detection. The use of
phase contrast imaging in medical applications have shown
promising in order to increase SNR, since the phase shift in
soft tissue is in many cases substantially larger than the
absorption.

International patent application WO 2008/006470 Al
describes the use of interferometers for x-rays wherein x-ray
images can be acquired from a scanned object. The set up
herein comprises means for evaluating intensities on a pixel
105p basis in order to identify characteristic of the object
108 by characterizing each pixel 105p as being for instance
phase contrast or absorption contrast dominated. In one
application concerning the investigation of luggage on a
moving conveyor belt, a set-up comprising an array of line
detector 105s and a number of sub-gratings are arranged
between the object 108 and the line detector 105s wherein
each of the sub-gratings are shifted in their position perpen-
dicular to the grating lines. In this manner, luggage to be
investigated is moved along a direction perpendicular to the
grating lines during a scan, wherein one scan movement is
required to acquire phase contrast and absorption contrast
data.

There are a number of disadvantages with the art pre-
sented above. First of all, the solution requires the manu-
facturing of physically long sub-gratings G1, and G2,
which is consumes resources in terms of cost and time.

Another drawback is that the proposed set up if directly
implemented in a mammography application is likely to
induce errors in the phase detection due to the direction of
the scan vs the direction of phase contrast detection. When
a stationary object 108 such as a breast is analyzed, the set
up needs to be moved in a scan direction in relation to the
object 108 to create an x-ray image of the object, not the
other way around as in WO 2008/006470 Al. In WO
2008/006470 A1, the scan direction is set to be perpendicu-
lar to the grating lines of the sub-gratings, and hence
perpendicular to the interference fringes 163 to be detected.
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It is well known that any system, including scanning sys-
tems, generally introduce more disturbances in the scan
direction since this is the direction of change. Another
source of disturbance is the gravity itself on a moving scan
arm 103, since a gravity component of the scan arm 103 will
induce a torque on a detector 105/analyzer grating 162
relative to the beam 122 splitter. Hence, a small shift
between the analyzer grating 162 and the beam 122 splitter
due to gravitation will further induce errors in the phase
detection. In conclusion, in order to reduce these distur-
bances a set up as in the prior art needs have very high
requirements on scan precision, which will make the manu-
facturing of such products more costly as well as time-
consuming.

Yet another drawback of the prior art is that the full
potential of using phase contrast, especially sought for in
mammographic applications, is not utilized. One of the main
advantages of using phase contrast imaging is the reduced
noise at high spatial frequencies, i.e. an improved ability to
detect small features. In a scanning system, spatial resolu-
tion is generally lower in the scan direction since continuous
read out is most often implemented.

SUMMARY OF INVENTION

An object of the present invention is to alleviate some of
the disadvantages of the prior art and to provide an improved
device for x-ray imaging. According to one embodiment, the
X-ray imaging system comprises an X-ray source, an x-ray
detector comprising a plurality of detector strips arranged in
a first direction of the x-ray detector, each detector strip
further comprising a plurality of detector pixels arranged in
a second direction of the x-ray detector; a phase grating; a
plurality of analyzer gratings comprising grating slits; a
phase grating, and a plurality of analyzer gratings compris-
ing grating slits, wherein the x-ray source and the x-ray
detector are adapted to perform a scanning movement in
relation to an object in the first direction, in order to scan the
object, wherein the analyzer gratings are arranged between
the x-ray source and the x-ray detector, wherein each of the
plurality of analyzer gratings (162) is arranged in association
with a respective detector strip with the grating slits
arranged in the second direction and wherein the grating slits
of the analyzer gratings of the detector strips are displaced
relative to each other in the second direction.

According to another embodiment, the x-ray imaging
system (101) comprises an x-ray source (104), an x-ray
detector (105) (1 comprising a plurality of detector strips
(105)a) arranged in a first direction of the x-ray detector
(105), each detector strip (105)a further comprising a plu-
rality of detector (105) pixels (105p) arranged in a second
direction of the x-ray detector (105); a phase grating (161);
and a plurality of analyzer gratings (162) comprising grating
slits; wherein the (1) x-ray source (104) and the x-ray
detector (105) are adapted to perform a scanning movement
in relation to an object (108) in the first direction, in order
to scan the object; wherein the analyzer gratings (162) are
arranged between the x-ray source (104) and the x-ray
detector (105), wherein a plurality of analyzer gratings (162)
is arranged in association with a respective detector strip
(105a) with the grating slits arranged in the second direction
and wherein the grating slits of the analyzer gratings (162)
of the detector strips (105a) are displaced relative to each
other in the second direction.

According to another embodiment, the displacement of
grating slits of the analyzer gratings (162) along a plurality
of detector strips (1054) samples an entire fringe period
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(163d) of interference fringes (163) generated by a phase
grating and displaced by a phase gradient in the object (108)
when the object (108) is scanned.

According to another embodiment, the grating slits of
analyzer gratings of two consecutive detector strips with
analyzer gratings in a first direction are displaced relative to
each other in the second direction in a systematic manner,
wherein the systematic manner comprises a defined dis-
placement distance.

According to another embodiment, the displacement dis-
tance (d) is a fraction of the fringe period p, such that

Ps
— <d < py,
N Pi

where N is the number of detector strips such that the entire
fringe period 163d is covered.

According to another embodiment, the displacement dis-
tance (d) is between,

Pr
- <d
3 <a<ps,

preferably

According to another embodiment, the grating slits of
analyzer gratings of two consecutive detector strips are
displaced relative to each other in the second direction in an
arbitrary manner, wherein the arbitrary manner comprises a
random displacement.

According to another embodiment, the grating slits of the
randomly displaced analyzer gratings (162), when summa-
rized, are uniformly distributed over an entire fringe period.

According to another embodiment, two consecutive
detector strips with analyzer gratings in a first direction are
two adjacent detector strips.

According to another embodiment, two consecutive
detector strips (105a) with analyzer gratings (162) in a first
direction are randomly or arbitrarily displaced among the
detector strips (1054) in a first direction.

According to another embodiment, the system is adapted
to be calibrated such that the exact position of the analyzer
gratings is established.

According to another embodiment, analyzer gratings are
arranged on all detector strips.

According to another embodiment, system further com-
prises a pre-collimator and a post-collimator, wherein the
pre-collimator is arranged between the analyzer grating and
the phase grating and the post-collimator is arranged
between the analyzer grating and the x-ray detector.

According to another embodiment, the system further
comprises a source grating arranged between the x-ray
source and the phase grating.

According to another embodiment, the detector (105) is
adapted to count photons impinging on the detector strips
(1054a) and generate a signal corresponding to the energy of
impinging photons, and wherein a control unit (121) is
adapted to receive said signals and assign a weight to the
phase-contrast image effect in relation to the efficiency at
each energy and/or wherein the control unit 121 is adapted
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to assign a weight to the phase-contrast image effect in
relation to the efficiency at each energy.

According to another embodiment, the control unit (121)
is adapted to assign a higher weight of photons within a first
energy interval to the phase-contrast image effect wherein
phase contrast is more optimal, and/or wherein the control
unit is adapted to assign a higher weight of photons within
a second energy interval to the absorption contrast effect,
wherein absorption contrast is more optimal.

According to another embodiment, the first and second
energy intervals are defined by a first, lower threshold value
of the photon energy, and a second, higher threshold value
of the photon energy, wherein each detector pixel of each
detector strip is connected to a comparator and counter
comprising at least two threshold values for comparing the
signal with said threshold values and counting said photons
within the first and second energy intervals.

According to another embodiment, that the detector is
adapted to count each photon impinging on the detector
strips and generate a signal corresponding to the energy of
each impinging photon, and wherein photons within an
energy interval comprising a lower energy threshold, a
higher energy threshold, wherein the interval comprises an
optimal energy for phase contrast are readout to enhance the
phase contrast image effect

According to another embodiment, that the energy distri-
bution depends on the set voltage of the x-ray source or on
the breast thickness, wherein the control unit is adapted to
receive signals comprising information regarding the set
voltage and/or receive signals comprising information
regarding the breast thickness, for instance from an auto-
mated exposure control which optimizes the voltage based
on the thickness of the object, and adapts the lower energy
threshold and the higher energy threshold based on this
information.

According to another embodiment, first energy interval
contains higher photon energies than the second energy
interval.

According to another embodiment, at least one analyzer
grating is arranged in a first crosswise direction over the
entire detector.

According to another embodiment, the system further
comprises at least one movable compression paddle,
wherein the compression paddle is adapted to move an
object, such as a breast, further away from the analyzer
grating to increase the phase contrast image effect.

According to another embodiment, the at least one com-
pression paddle is adapted to move the object within a range
between the analyzer grating and the pre-collimator or the
phase grating.

According to another embodiment, the system further
comprises a control unit adapted to move the compression
paddle into a position wherein the ratio of the phase contrast
and absorption contrast is optimized.

According to another embodiment, the at least one com-
pression paddle is adapted to be arranged below an object.

According to another embodiment, a scan arm is pro-
vided, wherein the x-ray source is arranged in a first position
of'the scan arm and the x-ray detector is arranged in a second
position of the scan arm.

According to another embodiment, the phase grating is
arranged on the scan arm in order to follow the scan arm
during the scanning movement in relation to an object in the
first direction.

According to another embodiment, the phase grating is
arranged to be stationary wherein the scan arm during the
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scanning movement is moved in relation to an object and the
phase grating in the first direction.

According to another embodiment, the analyzer grating is
arranged on each of a plurality of detector strips.

According to another embodiment, the analyzer grating is
connected to each of a plurality of detector strips by a
snap-fit like connection.

According to another embodiment, the analyzer gratings
(162) are arranged directed towards the x-ray source (104),
wherein the tilting direction of the analyzer gratings (162)
are essentially equal to the tilting angle(s) of the plurality of
detector strips (1054a) in relation to the x-ray source (104)

According to another embodiment, each analyzer grating
162 comprises several smaller units, adapted to be con-
nected to each other during the manufacturing of the ana-
lyzer gratings 162.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS

The invention is now described, by way of example, with
reference to the accompanying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 shows a perspective view of an x-ray imaging
system

FIG. 2a shows a schematic view of the x-ray imaging
system set up in a x-z-plane, corresponding to the phase
contrast plane

FIG. 26 shows a schematic view of the x-ray imaging
system set up as seen in FIG. 24 in a y-z plane, correspond-
ing to the absorption contrast plane

FIG. 3a shows a portion of the detector and a systematic
displacement of the analyzer grating of adjacent detector
strips

FIG. 3b shows portion of the detector and a systematic
displacement of the analyzer grating of non adjacent detec-
tor strips

FIG. 3¢ shows a portion of the detector and a random
displacement of the analyzer gratings 162 of adjacent detec-
tor strips

FIG. 3d shows a portion of the detector and a systematic
displacement of the analyzer grating arranged in a perpen-
dicular direction in a cross-wise manner

FIG. 4a shows the detector and a set up for energy
weighting

FIG. 4b shows energy distribution of photons of an x-ray
source

FIG. 5 shows a compression paddle in two alternative
positions.

DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

In the following, a detailed description of the invention
will be given.

FIG. 1 illustrates an x-ray imaging system 101 according
to one embodiment, based on a photon-counting detector
105 that scans the image field in one direction. The system
according to this embodiment is based on the existing
scanning systems for x-ray imaging developed by the appli-
cant, whereby the system have the same external features as
are for instance known from document U.S. Pat. No. 7,496,
176. The system thus comprises an x-ray source 104
arranged in a housing, patient support and pre-collimator
106a housing and compression paddle 107a, 1075. A colli-
mator is arranged in a collimator support, and the patient
support comprises a detector 105 comprising a plurality of
detector strips 105a. The x-ray source 104 and the detector
105 are arranged essentially in respective ends of a scan arm
103, hence arranged to be displaced radially with the x-ray
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source 104 in the centre. An image is acquired by scanning
the detector 105 across an image field and applying absorp-
tion contrast principles. Whenever the detector 105 has
scanned a predefined distance, the number of photon counts
collected is read-out and the counter is reset. However any
other type of x-ray system may implement the phase contrast
imaging capability described herein, preferably systems
with a scan movement to cover and generate an image of an
object, by irradiating the object with x-ray beams.

FIG. 2a, disclosing one embodiment of the invention,
shows a schematic view of a cross-section of the x-ray
imaging system 101 enabling phase contrast imaging, set up
in a X-z plane as defined by the coordinate system seen in the
figure. The system according to this embodiment comprises
a Talbot interferometer set up, and is thus based on so-called
Talbot interferometry, also known as grating interferometry,
grating-based phase contrast imaging, or differential phase
contrast imaging, wherein phase shift is inferred by intensity
differences, generated by placing a number of gratings in the
beam 122 path. The scan direction along a radial path, with
the x-ray source 104 in the center as seen in FIG. 1, is
defined to be in the y-z plane, denoted by the arrow in FIG.
2b. In FIG. 2a the x-ray source 104 is arranged at the
uppermost position of the system radiating the detector 105
arranged at the lowermost position in the figure. The x-ray
source 104 emits an x-ray radiation beam 122. In one
embodiment, a source grating 160 is arranged slightly dis-
placed from the x-ray source 104 in the direction of the x-ray
radiation field towards the detector 105. The source grating
160 lines extends in a y-direction. The purpose of the source
grating 160 is to generate an array of small x-ray sources
104, which improves photon economy substantially com-
pared to a single small x-ray source 104 without reducing
coherence. Further down in the direction of the x-ray radia-
tion field, a phase grating 161, sometimes denoted beam 122
splitter, is arranged with the purpose to introduce an effect
known as Talbot self images, which are interference fringes
163 that appear at periodic distances from the grating and
parallel with the grating strips, also known as grating lines.
A pre-collimator 106a may be arranged essentially adjacent
the phase grating 161, as seen in this embodiment to further
enhance dose efficiency by illuminating only the parts of the
object that can be seen with the detector. To facilitate the
understanding of the workings of the phase contrast effect,
an exemplary triangularly shaped object 108 is arranged
between the phase grating 161 and the detector 105 accord-
ing to this embodiment, however said object 108 but may
also be arranged between the x-ray source 104 and the phase
grating 161 and achieve similar effects. The object 108
corresponds to e.g. a breast in a mammography application.
Slightly above the detector 105 as seen in a direction
towards the phase grating 161, an analyzer grating 162 is
arranged. The analyzer grating lines 162a extends in first
direction corresponding to the scan direction y, whereas a
plurality of grating slits, i.e. openings 1625, of the analyzer
grating 162 extends in a second direction x, perpendicular to
the scan direction, whereas the analyzer grating 162 extends
a longer distance in the first direction than in the second
direction. The pitch 1624 of the analyzer grating 162 is
referred to as the distance between the center of two adjacent
closures 162¢ of the grating as can be seen in FIG. 2a, or in
other words, as the total length of the width of one opening
and one closure 162¢ in the grating. Between the analyzer
grating 162 and the detector 105 a second post-collimator
1065 may be arranged to further reduce photon scattering
and thereby improve dose efficiency. Thus, as seen in the
figure, the phase grating 161 is illuminated by the x-ray
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source 104 which is covered by a source grating 160 and
induces interference fringes 163. The fringes 163 are dis-
placed by the phase gradient, i.e. the derivative of the phase
shift, in the object, and the fringe period 163d remains
constant. The fine-pitch 1624 analyzer grating 162 arranged
in association with the detector 105 can be used to derive the
fringe displacement and hence the phase shift.

For a spherical beam 122 induced by a point source, the
so-called Talbot distances are:

2
npy

, where D, = n=1,3,5,...

“1-D, TN

Here, L is the source-to-grating distance, n is the Talbot
order, p, is the pitch 1624 of the phase grating 161, A is the
x-ray wavelength, and 1) is the parameter that depends on the
phase grating 161 type.

Assuming a m phase-shifting phase grating 161 according
to one embodiment, which implies =2. For a n/2-shifting
phase grating 161, n=1.

The period of the interference fringes 163 is

PiL
T L-D,

, Where Py = L
n

Pr

Again, Pp/L.—®) is the fringe period 1634 for a plane
incident wave. If the source is covered with a source grating
160 with openings 1624 that are s wide and with a pitch 1624
of

L
Po =PfD—
n

The Talbot images generated from the different source
slits coincide and generate a higher flux, which is of rel-
evance to keep down the exposure time in phase-contrast
imaging.

When a phase shifting object 108 is introduced in the
beam 122, it is refracted an angle a=®"A/27xt, where @' is the
differential phase shift of the object. For small «, the
refraction causes a fringe displacement

A ’
Aps ~ Ady X = Ady 7@

at a distance Ad,, from the object, where A ranges from O for
an object 108 placed in contact with the detector 105 to 1 for
an object 108 at or upstream of the phase grating 161. The
fringes 163 are periodic as a function of x, i.e. in the x
direction in the set up according to the embodiment. Thus,
a phase gradient in the object 108 causes a phase shift of the
fringes 163, which can be measured to obtain @' by the
intensity variations sensed behind the analyzer gratings 162.
The phase shift @ may be obtained by integration of ®'. The
placing of the analyzer gratings 162 before the detector 105
is not theoretically necessary in order for a detector 105 to
sense the fringe displacement; however it reduces the reso-
Iution requirement of the detector 105. Detectors 105 with
enough resolution to detect Ap, may in fact be difficult and
expensive to manufacture. One method used in the past
comprising the analyzer grating 162 is the step-wise move-

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

ment of the analyzer grating 162 in the x-direction until the
entire fringe period 1634 is covered by the openings 16256 of
the analyzer grating 162, preferably in at least M=3 mea-
surements or steps. Such methods are normally referred to as
phase stepping methods.

FIG. 2b shows a cross-section of the schematic view of
the x-ray imaging system 101 set up as seen in FIG. 2a in
a y-z plane. From this direction, it is made clear that the set
up comprises a multi-slit geometry, according to well-
known principles developed by the applicant, wherein the
detector 105 comprises a plurality of Si strip detector 105s
aligned with each of the plurality of slits of the pre-
collimator 1064 and post-collimator 1065. According to one
embodiment, 21 strip detectors 105 are preferably used in a
detector 105. Above and in association to each of a plurality
of the detector strips 1054, analyzer gratings 162 have been
arranged. As stated earlier, a scanning movement takes place
in the y-z plane, essentially in the y-direction, as is also
shown by the arrows in the figure. This direction is thus
adapted to measure absorption contrast of an object, which
will be further described below. According to one embodi-
ment, the analyzer gratings are directed towards the x-ray
source to minimize losses caused by the high aspect ratio of
the analyzer gratings, i.e. in order to increase the dose
efficiency and reduce scatter, the openings of the analyzer
gratings are made more aligned with the direction of the
x-ray beams. According to one embodiment, such direction
may require tilting of the analyzer gratings such that they
essentially have their opening perpendicular to the incident
x-ray beams, similar to the direction of the surface of each
detector strip 105a.

According to one embodiment, each analyzer grating 162
comprises several smaller units, adapted to be connected to
each other during the manufacturing of the analyzer gratings
162.

FIG. 3a shows a portion of the detector 105 comprising
four detector strips 1054, the figure essentially viewed in a
direction of incident x-ray beams 122 towards the detector
105, essentially in a negative z-direction according to the
coordinate system of FIG. 2a and FIG. 2b. Four analyzer
gratings 162 are arranged in association to these detector
strips 105qa, i.e. they are arranged in manner along the
detector strips 105a in a second direction x to alternately
cover and not cover the detector strips 105a with the
openings 1626 and closures 162¢ of the analyzer gratings
162. Further, each detector strips 105a are built up by a
plurality of detector 105 pixels 105p arranged side-by-side
in an x-direction as seen in the figure. To facilitate the
illustration of the set up, the pixels have been made essen-
tially rectangular. However, they may have any other type of
shape. In one embodiment the analyzer gratings 162 are
arranged directly on the detector strips 105a, for instance by
a snap-fit connection between the analyzer gratings and the
detector strips, but in another embodiment there is a slight
distance between the detector strips 105a and the analyzer
gratings 162. In yet another embodiment, the analyzer
gratings 162 are arranged directly on the post-collimator
1065 which in turn is arranged directly on the detector 105.
According to the embodiment of FIG. 3a, the analyzer
gratings 162 are arranged slightly displaced relative to each
other in systematic manner in an x-direction, perpendicular
to the scan direction, wherein the displacement is essentially
equal for two consecutive detector strips 105a with analyzer
gratings 162. The displacement distance d, i.e. the displace-
ment of grating slits of the analyzer gratings 162 along a
plurality of detector strips 1054 is defined such that the
plurality of detector strips 105a¢ with analyzer gratings 162
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samples an entire fringe period 1634 of interference fringes
163 generated by a phase grating and displaced by a phase
gradient in the object 108 when the object 108 is scanned
during the scanning movement in the y-direction. In this
manner, no additional scan is required in the x-direction
according to e.g. a step-scan approach, since the fringe
period 1634 in the x-direction is scanned along with the scan
movement in the y-z-plane.

The displacement d is a fraction of the fringe period 1634
pj the fraction varying essentially between 1 and the number
of detector strips 105a with analyzer gratings 162, i.e. such
that

Pr
— <d < py,
N Pi

where N is the number of detector strips 1054 with analyzer
gratings 162. According to one preferred embodiment, the
displacement d is between,

Pr
- <d
3 <a<ps,

preferably

In FIG. 3a the fringes 163 are represented by the lines in
the scan direction y. The darkest sections 163a of the lines
represent the fringe maxima 163a of the fringe function and
the middle of the white sections 1635 represents the fringe
minima 1635 of the function. The sections surrounding the
fringe maxima 163a thus represent an area of increasing/
decreasing intensity 163¢ of the fringes 163. Hence, the
fringe period 1634 is thus defined as the distance between
for instance two fringe maxima 163a. The fringes 163 of
FIG. 3a are equal for each detector strip 105, which thus
schematically shows each detector strip 105a scanning the
same point in the object 108 at different points in time. In
reality it is namely unlikely that the object 108 would be
phase-homogenous over an area in an object 108 corre-
sponding to four detector strips 105a during a scan. Rather,
the fringe pattern will vary between each detector strip 105.
According to one embodiment, the period of the analyzer
grating 162 is the same as the period of the interference
fringes 163 P, i.e. wherein the width of the grating openings
1624 corresponds to the width of the fringes 163, i.e. half the
fringe period 1634, comprising the fringe maxima 1634 and
the section surrounding the fringe maxima 163a. The pixels
105p of each detector strip 105a are adapted to sense the
intensity of the fringe function and transmit a corresponding
signal to a control unit 121. In the figure, such signal may
correspond to a sensed fringe maxima 163a as in pixel 105p
A in detector strip 10541, a sensed intensity corresponding
anywhere between an intensity maxima and minima as for
instance in pixel 105p A and B in detector strip 10542, or an
intensity minima as in for instance in pixel 105p B of
detector strip 1054, as shown in the squares corresponding
to the sensed data by the control unit 121. The location of the
interference fringes 163 in each pixel is deduced from the
detected signals from a number of detector strips at the same
point in the object. The displacement of the interference
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fringes 163 in each pixel can then be calculated by com-
paring to a reference scan. An example of wherein how this
can be illustrated is seen in for instance detector strip 1054
and detector strip 10542, wherein both signals relating to
intensity maxima and intensity minima are detected from
pixels 105p in the same detector strips 105a. Given the
constant fringe period 1634 along each detector pixel 105p,
the only explanation can be that there is a difference in phase
shift between the two pixels. The differential phase shift @'
in the object can be calculated according to

A
Apr = Ad =Ad,—0
Pr n X 5 @

with the fringe displacement Ap,deduced from the displace-
ment of the fringe function over the entire fringe period for
a function wherein an object has been scanned, i.e. placed in
the x-ray beam, compared to a reference scan, wherein no
object or a homogeneous object has been scanned. The
actual phase shift in the object ® may then obtained by
integration of @', wherein a phase contrast signal may be
calculated for each pixel 105a.

According to another embodiment, the intensity maxima
and minima are simply arranged in an image corresponding
to the object wherein phase shift occurs, for the operator of
the imaging system to interpret and identify interesting areas
by the aid of this information. The absorption contrast is
detected in the scan direction, i.e. by averaging over the
number of detector strips 1054 required to cover an entire
fringe period 163d, wherein the average value of the inten-
sity over the pixels 105p of these detector strips 105a
generate the absorption contrast one position of the image.

FIG. 36 shows a portion of the detector 105 similar to that
of FIG. 3a, and a systematic displacement of the analyzer
gratings 162 of two consecutive detector strips 105a with
associated analyzer gratings 162, where at least one detector
strip 1054, is arranged between two consecutive detector
strips 1054 upon which no analyzer grating 162 has been
arranged. Hence, the analyzer gratings 162 does not have to
be arranged on every detector strip 1054 in the detector 105,
i.e. on adjacent detector strips 1054, and the displacement d
can thus be measured between two consecutive detector
strips 105a upon which an analyzer grating 162 is arranged.
Further, the order of consecutive detector strips 105a with
analyzer gratings 162 may be random. However, the total
number of detector strips 105a with analyzer grating 162
must be sufficient to cover an entire fringe period 163d of
interference fringes 163. According to one embodiment,
wherein the displacement is set to

at least three detector strips 105a would be required.

FIG. 3¢ shows a portion similar to that of FIG. 3a of the
detector 105, but wherein the displacement d between two
consecutive detector strips 105a with analyzer gratings
162s, in this case adjacent detector strips 1054, are displaced
relative to each other in the second direction in an arbitrary
manner, wherein the arbitrary manner comprises a random
displacement. The only restriction on the randomness of the
displacement is that when the summarizing all strips with
analyzer gratings 162 they sample an entire fringe period
163d of interference fringes 163 generated by a phase
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grating and displaced by a phase gradient in the object 108
when the object 108 is scanned. That is, the random dis-
placement needs to be uniformly distributed and range over
the entire fringe period. In order for phase grating 161
imaging to function for a detector 105 with a random
displacement of analyzer gratings 162, the system needs to
be calibrated accordingly such that the exact positioning of
the analyzer gratings is known by a processing device (not
shown) which generates the data necessary for displaying an
image. Such calibration may for instance be implemented by
the placing of a test object with known phase shift in the
x-ray beam. According to one embodiment, any type of
placement of analyzer gratings, systematic or random, may
preferably be calibrated according to this or other methods.
In a similar manner to that of FIG. 35, the random displace-
ment of analyzer gratings 162 may occur on a random or
arbitrary order of consecutive detector strips 1054 with
analyzer gratings 162 as well.

FIG. 3d shows a portion of the detector 105, wherein only
two detector strips are shown. Analyzer gratings 162 have
been arranged in a crosswise manner over the entire length
of the detector strips 10542 as seen in the figure, such as the
grating lines are arranged in the x-direction to cover the
entire image field in this direction. The grating lines between
two detector strips 10542 with crosswise arranged analyzer
gratings 162 are displaced a distance d, (not shown) over a
plurality of detector strips 1054 in the scan direction, such
that an entire fringe period 163d in the y-direction is covered
by the openings 1625 of the crosswise analyzer grating
162ds. Preferably, the displacement d, is a fraction of the
fringe period 163d P, in the y-direction similar to the
displacement d previously described, wherein the fraction
varies essentially between 1 and the number of detector
strips 10542 with crosswise analyzer gratings 1624, i.e. such
that

Pr
— <d <Py
N

where N is the number of detector strips 1054 with analyzer
gratings 162. According to one preferred embodiment, the
displacement d is in the range

Pr2
% <d <P,
preferably

Pf2
3

In order to generate the interference fringes 163 in a y-di-
rection for a detector strip with analyzer gratings in this
direction, a corresponding second phase grating 161 needs
to be arranged with grating lines in a y-direction. Hence, the
direction of the phase grating(s) need to vary with respect to
the direction of the analyzer gratings. According to one
embodiment, such second phase grating 161 may be
arranged in the proximity to the phase grating 161 as
previously described, in a crosswise manner together with a
first phase grating wherein a cross pattern of interference
fringes are generated (not shown). Thus, by the aid of this set
up, in one single scan, phase contrast detection is now
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possible in two dimensions along with the absorption con-
trast detection, to further enhance the ability to detect risk
areas and abnormalities in a scanned object.

In FIG. 4a a detector 105 arrangement according to one
embodiment of the invention is illustrated for enhancing
phase contrast information. As has previously been
described, the so-called Talbot distances can be described as:

, where D, = ﬁ, n=1,3,5,
2724

=1-D,

The photon energy is inversely proportional to the x-ray
wave length (). The relationship between A and d, thus
implicates that there is an optimal energy E, for a given
distance between a phase grating 161 and the analyzer
grating 162. In a fix system according to one alternative
embodiment of the invention, wherein the relative distance
between the phase grating 161 and the analyzer gratings 162
is not adjustable, the efficiency of the phase contrast detec-
tion varies with the energy spectrum of the photons imping-
ing on the detector 105 due to the varying visibility of the
fringe function with the energy. The energy spectrum varies
for instance with the setting of the acceleration voltage of the
x-ray source 104 by an operator prior to a scan or gradients
in breast thickness. Further, variations may also be caused
by a so-called automatic exposure control (AEC) when
implemented in the system, wherein the x-ray flux is opti-
mized based on the breast thickness, sensed by the detector
105 during the beginning of scan by adaptively changing the
x-ray source 104 acceleration voltage. An AEC is important
when acquiring high quality absorption images and must
therefore function parallel to a phase contrast detection
functionality. The detector 105 assembly according to FIG.
4a proposes a detector 105 with energy weighting capabili-
ties to overcome this limitation. According to a simplified
arrangement, the pixels 105p of each detector strip 1054 in
the detector 105 is connected to an amplification block 164a,
a comparator block 1645, and a counter block 164¢. As an
x-ray source 104 irradiates an object 108 and the detector
105 with an x-ray beam 122. The x-ray beam 122, contain-
ing photons with a certain energy spectrum is filtered by the
object, and phase shifts of the photons may further occur.
Thus, the photons carry relevant information when incident
onto the detector 105. A signal is created based on the energy
of the photon in the detector pixels. The pixel 105p signals
are readout by first being amplified by an amplifier. After
amplification the signal may be altered by a band pass filter
or shaper, wherein signal to noise ratio is improved by
suppressing high frequencies. After being amplified, the
amplitude of the signal is compared to threshold levels in a
comparator block, whereupon the comparator outputs 1 if
the signal is above a threshold, and O if the signal is below
the threshold. A photon pulse counter then increases its
number every time the input changes from 0 to 1. With the
aid of comparators, it is possible to count each photon
having an energy within a certain energy interval.

In FIG. 46 a shows the energy spectrum of incident
photons on a detector according to one embodiment of the
x-ray imaging apparatus. The optimal energy is denoted E,
a lower threshold is denoted E,;, a higher threshold is
denoted E,. Preferably, the photons having an energy within
the energy interval E, to E, relevant for phase contrast is
assigned a higher weight for the phase contrast image effect,
by either reading out or by using only photons within this
energy interval. The setting of the energy interval in the may
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be adjustable to comply with non-fix systems wherein the
distance d,, is adjustable. However, the width of the energy
interval may also depend on the setting of the x-ray source,
wherein a higher acceleration leading to a larger flux or
intensity of photons, adjusts the energy interval to be more
narrow and closer to the optimal energy E,. Hence, as the
flux increases, a higher amount of photons with energy close
to E, will impinge the detector such that the quality of the
image may increase. If the flux of photons is low, however,
photons within a wider energy interval will have to be
included to enhance the image quality.

According to another embodiment, the content of the
photon pulse counters may be readout to a control unit 121
for optimally weighting the photons, for image processing
and presentation. Preferably, the photons having an energy
within the energy interval relevant for phase contrast is
assigned a higher weight for the phase contrast image effect,
wherein the photons having an energy within the energy
interval extra relevant for absorption contrast is assigned a
higher weight for the absorption contrast image effect. The
weighting is based on pre set criteria in the control unit, for
phase contrast photons may be assigned a 1 if inside the
interval, and O if outside, and for absorption contrast, the
photons having energies within the energy interval of extra
importance to absorption contrast, are assigned a value
higher than 0 according to one embodiment. The setting of
the energy intervals may be adjustable to comply with
non-fix systems wherein the distance d, is adjustable. This
requires a set up of comparators and counters adapted to
count photons within two energy intervals, a first energy
interval defined by first lower threshold and a second higher
threshold, and a second interval defined by a first lower
threshold and a second, higher threshold. Assigning a higher
weight, may, especially for the case of phase contrast
photons comprise weighting by the factor 1.

According to another embodiment, three energy levels are
used to count and weight photons according to increase
phase contrast and absorption contrast effects, essentially
dividing the energy spectra into three energy intervals,
wherein the upper and lower limits are defined by infinitely
high energies and O respectively. Preferably, photon with
energies within the lower energy interval is filtered out and
used for phase contrast. Photons with energies within the
middle energy interval is counted and/or weighted positive,
i.e. assigned a higher weight for absorption contrast and
photons within the upper energy interval is counted and
assigned a higher weight for phase contrast. The weighting
of phase contrast photons may include weighting with a
factor 1.

FIG. 5 shows a scan arm 103 with an x-ray source 104 and
a detector 105 arranged at two positions, 1074 and 10742
respectively, essentially in each end of the scan arm 103. As
known from previous figures, e.g. FIG. 2a, a phase grating
161 and pre-collimator 106¢ is arranged between the x-ray
source 104 and the detector 105. Further, between the x-ray
source 104 and the detector 105 a compression paddle 1074,
1075 is arranged to move and/or compress the object 108
such as a breast in a vertical direction. In imaging arrange-
ments to the present date, a compression paddle 107a, 1075
is used for pressing the breast towards downwards towards
a second compression paddle 107a, 1075, also known as the
object 108 table. However, in order to increase the effect of
the phase contrast in the x-ray image, the breast needs to be
placed as far away from the detector 105. As described, For
small a, the refraction causes a fringe displacement
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Aps =~ Ad —Ad/lfb’
Pr NGy Xa= ™

at a distance Ad,, from the object, where A ranges from O for
an object 108 placed in contact with the detector 105 to 1 for
an object 108 at or upstream of the phase grating 161. Thus,
the farther away from the detector 105, the larger the fringe
displacement detectable by the detector 105. There is a
trade-off between the absorption effect and the phase con-
trast effect depending on the vertical distance of the scanned
object 108 from the analyzer grating 162. An increased
distance from the detector 105 will diminish the absorption
contrast effect due to scattering effects wherein valuable
radiation that has passed the object 108 is lost. Therefore, the
height of the compression paddles 107a, 1076 should be
adjusted based on and prior to the preferred type of scan to
be performed. This could be implemented such that the
height is automatically adjusted based on the setting by an
operator of the x-ray imaging system 101.

In the field of mammography, there is an increasing
demand for three-dimensional (3D) information which can
reduce distraction by anatomical structures and provide 3D
localization. The proposed embodiments disclosed in this
application could readily be implemented in known tomo-
synthesis solutions, wherein projection angles are generated
with the purpose to create projection images when the x-ray
source 104 irradiates each point in an object 108 from
various angles.

The present invention should not be limited to extracting
phase-contrast information from the detected signals of the
interference fringes. One example of other information that
may be available is information about the object scattering
ability, so-called dark-field imaging, such as in. In dark-field
imaging, the visibility of the detected periodic function,
defined as

Lnax = Imin

V=
Lnax + Imin

where 1, and I, are the intensity maxima and minima
respectively, may be compared to the visibility of a reference
scan and used to obtain the dark-field image.

The invention has been described with reference to the
preferred embodiments. Modifications and alterations may
occur to others upon reading and understanding the preced-
ing detailed description. It is intended that the invention be
constructed as including all such modifications and altera-
tions insofar as they come within the scope of the appended
claims or the equivalents thereof.

The invention claimed is:

1. An x-ray phase contrast imaging system comprising:

a scan arm configured to move with respect to an imaging
region;

an x-ray source mounted to the scan arm;

an x-ray detector mounted to the scan arm opposite the
imaging region from the x-ray source, the x-ray detec-
tor including a plurality of detector strips arranged in a
first direction of the x-ray detector, each detector strip
further comprising a plurality of detector pixels
arranged in a second direction of the x-ray detector;

a phase grating disposed between the x-ray source and the
x-ray detector;

a plurality of analyzer gratings comprising grating slits,
the analyzer gratings being mounted between the imag-
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ing region and the x-ray detector and configured to
move with the x-ray detector; and;

a controller configured to move the scan arm and the x-ray
source and the x-ray detector in the first direction, in
order to scan an object in the imaging region;

wherein each of the plurality of analyzer gratings is
arranged in association with a respective one of the
detector strips with the grating slits arranged in the
second direction; and

wherein the grating slits of each analyzer grating offset in
the second direction relative to the grating slits of other
analyzer gratings.

2. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 1,
wherein the grating slits of the analyzer gratings are dis-
placed such that the detector strips sample an entire fringe
period of interference fringes generated by the phase grating
and displaced by a phase gradient in the object when the
object is scanned.

3. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 1,
wherein the grating slits of contiguous analyzer gratings are
offset in the second direction in a systematic manner by a
defined displacement distance d.

4. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 3,
wherein the displacement distance d is defined by

Pr
— <d < py,
N Pr

where p,is a fringe period, and N is the number of detector
strips that cover the fringe period in its entirety.

5. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 3,
wherein the displacement distance d is
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6. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 1,
wherein the grating slits of contiguous analyzer gratings
offset relative to each other in the second direction in an
arbitrary manner, wherein the arbitrary manner comprises a
random displacement d.

7. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 1,
wherein adjacent analyzer gratings arbitrarily displaced rela-
tive to the detector strips in a first direction.

8. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 1, further
comprising:

a pre-collimator arranged between the analyzer grating
and the phase grating and a post-collimator arranged
between the analyzer grating and the x-ray detector.

9. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 8, further
comprising:

a source grating arranged between the x-ray source and

the phase grating.

10. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 1,
wherein the detector is adapted to count photons impinging
on the detector strips and generate a signal corresponding to
energy of impinging photons, and further including: a con-
trol unit configured to receive said signals and assign a
weight to the phase-contrast image effect based on an
efficiency at each of a plurality of x-ray energies.

11. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 1,
wherein the analyzer gratings are each connected to a
corresponding one of the detector strips by a snap-fit con-
nection.

12. The x-ray imaging system according to claim 1,
wherein each analyzer grating comprises several smaller
units, adapted to be connected to each other during the
manufacturing of the analyzer gratings.
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